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Bokeh and  
Going Blur

While sharpness is an essential quality in most photographs, the creative use of background blur 
(bokeh) can often be a very useful compositional element 
words Desiree Lim photos Aaron Lim
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W hat a foreign concept – instead 

of trying to achieve the sharpest 

image you can, bokeh is all about 

adding aesthetic blur to your shot. It 

shouldn’t be confused with how far 

something is out of focus, but the character of what happens 

when points of light take place away from the best focal point 

of the picture. Beautiful bokeh doesn’t occur automatically, 

and it is always intentional – if all this is starting to seem like 

a blur, we’ll clear things up for you!

What Looks Good?
We use good lenses for their technical perfection, and know 

that there will be no spherical aberration. To create beautiful 

bokeh, the out-of-focus areas in your shot need to be smooth, 

uniform and pleasing to look at, and serve a purpose in 

enhancing the aesthetic quality of your picture. 

“Good bokeh produces a dreamy feel and helps your 

subject stand out in the image with a three-dimensional 

look, drawing your viewer’s eyes to it,” says professional 

photographer Aaron Lim. “The first question to ask when 

creating bokeh is: will this technique suit the subject?”

Ideally, points and lines blur smoothly as they fall out of 

focus in the manner of, say, a Gaussian blurring. However, 

that’s not the way optics work – any lens set to auto-focus is 

going to try its best to achieve zero blur in the photo! 

In bad bokeh, you can see chromatic effects and a 

difference in the colour of blur patterns inside and outside 

areas of focus.

“An ugly bokeh is when you see too much, which 

distracts the viewer’s eye from your subject,” says Lim. 

“When the story and quality of your subject isn’t accentuated 

in the shot, it defeats the purpose of bokeh.”

That being said, since bokeh is a subjective technique, 

what may be pleasing to one may produce the opposite effect 

on another.

Backing it Up
Lighting, depth of field, and background all contribute to 

bokeh quality. The background is always an interesting 

consideration: how much contrast do you want between 

your subject and the setting? How much will the background 

contribute to telling your story? How busy should the 

background be?

For Lim, the best subjects to surround with bokeh are 

subjects with obvious and striking textures, such as foliage, 

traffic lights and items with decorative highlights. They 

should be well lit, either by natural or manmade light. 

Top left and right  The 
Canon EF-50mm f1.8 
is an affordable fixed 
focal length lens that 
gives a more beautiful 
background blur than 
what your kit lens is able 
to offer

Middle left and right  The 
Canon EF-50mm f1.2, one 
of Canon’s top of the line 
fixed focal length lens, 
gives a much smoother 
bokeh

Bottom left  Even with 
the kit lens, it’s possible 
to get attractive bokeh if 
you shoot very close to the 
subject matter

Bottom right  Another 
example of how the 
Canon EF-50mm f1.2 
lens is able to isolate the 
subject better than other 
comparable lenses and 
with a smooth bokeh

Opposite page  Use of 
different lenses and the  
relation of the distances 
between the lens, subject, 
and background all add up 
to create varying degrees 
of bokeh
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It will also help if the background has a contrasting 

texture, this will enable the bokeh to stand out better. Plain 

or bland backgrounds will tend to swallow up the bokeh.

“The background should help to tell your story better, 

but not distract the viewer,” says Lim. He also prefers not 

to shoot the subject straight on, because an angled shot 

produces a more unique perspective on bokeh.

Get in Shape
The exact nature of the out-of-focus pattern depends on 

a number of things, mainly the design of the lens and the 

manner in which aberrations are controlled in the out-of-

focus image. While all lens designs attempt to minimise 

aberrations in the focused image, different designs will result 

in an out-of-focus image with varying levels of aberration, 

therefore yielding images with different bokeh. 

The shape of the aperture is also a factor in determining 

bokeh. The less circular the aperture, the more the out-of-

focus image is likely to show poor bokeh. The shape of the 

aperture is also reflected in the shape of the out-of-focus 

images seen in small areas of light. However, a perfectly 

round aperture is no guarantee of good bokeh. All lenses 

used wide open show circular out-of-focus points in the 

centre of the image, though not all lenses have good bokeh. 

The out-of-focus aberrations also have a significant effect.

And when you want to really bend the rules, you can 

even create your own bokeh shapes. Lim stenciled a heart on 

a piece of cardboard which he attached to his lens hood (see 

image on facing page) – using this on flowers with night time 

lights, he transformed each petal into a little heart, creating a 

completely new subject in the picture just by using ingenuity 

and a little homemade craft. Get as creative as you want! Try 

out different shapes and even a collection of various shapes 

in one stencil. There are also special bokeh kits you can buy 

to get different shapes.

Determining the Lens-Scape
Lim points to the EF-50mm f/1.8 II, EF-50mm f/1.4 USM 

or EF-50mm f/1.2L USM lenses as his favourite lenses for 

shooting bokeh – he particularly likes the EF-50mm f/1.8 II 

as an affordable entry-level prime lens that helps you achieve 

a shallower depth of field for creating bokeh (the smaller the 

f-stop, the greater the bokeh blur). 

When you get down to the EF-50mm f/1.2L USM, you 

will see a strong three-dimensional effect, highly accentuated 

colours and a subject that pops right out of the picture. If you 

only have kit lens, don’t worry! You just need to go in as close 

as you can to the subject to keep the aperture low, or zoom in 

to the telephoto end of the kit lens while keeping your subject 

close to the lens, that will still give you a decent bokeh. An 

affordable large aperture lens you can use to create the heart 

shaped bokeh is the EF-50mm f1.8.

Generally, for a lens that’s focused on a nearby subject 

and when the depth of field is fairly small:

1. The degree of blur of objects close to the main subject is 

determined by the f-stop of the lens in use. The faster the lens, 

the smaller the depth of field and the greater the local blur.

2. The degree of blur of objects at a distance behind the 

subject is determined by the physical size of the aperture of 

the lens in use.

3. The degree of blur at intermediate distances behind the 

subject has to be calculated. There are no simple rules, except 

that it’s more for fast lenses with large physical apertures.

However, it’s important to remember that bokeh is a 

quality to be appreciated vis-à-vis the image, and not the lens. 

The lens is merely your tool for achieving the bokeh you want, 

so knowing what various lenses can produce will go a long 

way in helping you envision the images you want to create. 

Above images  The three photos in the left-most row (vertical) shows how three different Canon 50mm lenses have varying degrees of bokeh at 
their widest aperture. The three photos in the top-most row (horizontal) show how bokeh changes with the same 50mm f1.8 lens as the aperture 
stops down from f1.8 to f4. The other four photos compares the three different 50mm lenses, together with the 18-55mm kit lens zoomed to a 
comparable focal length of 55mm, all at f5.6 (maximum aperture for kit lens at 55mm is only f5.6). Smooth bokeh is beautiful and helps to isolate 
the subject but there are times the bokeh might be a little too much such that you cannot make out what the background is at all. Stopping down 
your aperture helps to give more information about the background. The photo taken with the 50mm f1.8 lens at 5.6 shows a pentagonal shaped 
bokeh. That is due to the design of the 50mm f1.8 lens which has five aperture blades. Lenses like the Canon 50mm f1.2 which has more aperture 
blades (eight) appears to have rounder bokeh.

Top left and right  These two shots were an experiment to show 
the use of a heart shape cut-out on a piece of paper placed in front 
of the lens. The idea is to create customised bokeh shapes, in this 
case heart shapes.

Above left and right  As you move and focus closer to your subject, the bokeh becomes more blurry. This is another example of how you can still 
create nice bokeh even with the kit lens.
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50mm f/1.8 @ 1.8 50mm f/1.8 @ 2.8 50mm f/1.8 @ 4

50mm f/1.8 @ 5.6

18-55mm @ 5.650mm f/1.2 @ 5.650mm f/1.2 @ 1.2

50mm f/1.4 @ 5.650mm f/1.4 @ 1.4


